Trends in physician-diagnosed asthma prevalence in Manitoba between 1980 and 1990.
We attempted to assess recent changes in the prevalence of physician-diagnosed asthma and the possible influence of diagnostic exchange on these trends. The routinely collected data of the provincial Health Insurance Plan (physicians' claims) were used to determine the annual prevalence of physician-diagnosed asthma in Manitoba. Results indicate that the prevalence of physician-diagnosed asthma increased for all age groups in both male and female subjects between 1980 and 1990. The average increases were the highest in the age group 5 to 14 years for both sexes. The average increases varied with age and there were significant differences between the two sexes. There was evidence of increasing diagnostic exchange, that is, a tendency to label patients with asthma instead of alternative diagnoses. This was particularly prominent in those younger than 35 years of age. However, the increased prevalence of physician-diagnosed asthma, even for the younger population, cannot be fully explained by diagnostic exchange.